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humanity from misery and torture of bodily pain, forget that we have the greatest
of all examples before us for following out this very principle of practice. I allude
to that most singular description of the preliminaries and details of the first
surgical operation ever performed on man, which is contained in Genesis ii, 21,
and which reads: 'And the Lord caused a deep sleep to fall upon Adam, and he
slept: and He took one of his ribs, and closed up the flesh instead thereof.' In
this remarkable verse the whole process of a surgical operation is briefly described.
But the passage is principally striking as affording evidence of our Creator Himself
using means of saving poor human nature from unnecessary endurance of physical
pain."
Thus were silenced the Scottish clergy. That it did not take long to convince the
medical profession of the benefits of chloroform is evident, when Simpson was able
to report that within two years it had been administered to nearly fifty thousand
persons, either during labour or during surgical operations. In April, 1853, Queen
Victoria accepted chloroform during the delivery of her seventh child, Leopold,
and again at her next confinement in 1857.
Simpson was knighted afterwards, and legend has it that Sir Walter Scott wrote
suggesting as a suitable coat of arms "a wee naked bairn," and underneath the
motto "Does ye're mither know ye're oot."
The coming of antisepsis and anoesthesia made possible major surgery and
operative midwifery, as we know them to-day, as, by controlling infection and
lessening shock, they enabled existing procedures to be carried out with safety and
success, and paved the way for the coming of other more elaborate and extensive
surgical procedures which, without them, would have been impossible.
Since then the most notable advance, as regards midwifery, has been the inaugu-
ration and development, during the early years of the present century, of ante-natal
care of the expectant mother. The pame of the late Dr. Ballantyne, of the Edinburgh
Royal Maternity and Simpson Memorial Hospital, will always be honourably held
in remembrance as the pioneer of the movement. That it has, when completely and
conscientiously carried out, already resulted in lowering maternal and infantile
mortality, is unquestioned.
The Power of the Mother's Imagination over the Foetus
Examined by James Augustus Blundel, M.D. Published 1779.
TIIE popularity of exhibitions of human freaks of nature appears to have returned,
if one may judge from the number of these unfortunate people to be seen in the
"side-shows" of the circus and the seaside promenade. Many of these are claimed
by their showmen lecturers as being the result of a fright sustained by the mother
during the period of gestation. For example, the father of the "Lion-faced Lady"
is said to have been a lion trainer, and that her mother, when pregnant, had
witnessed his death by the lions attacking and mauling him. The "Crocodile Man"
177clalms that his mother was frightened by crocodiles in tndia when she was pregnant.
The "Bear Lady" and the "Leopard Woman" give similar histories. The theory
that the feetus can be influenced by the mind of the mother is a very old one, and
held almost universal belief as late as the eighteenth century, if we can believe the
statements given in a book "De Morbis Cutaneis," written by Dr. Daniel Turner,
and published at the time. Dr. James Augustus Blundel, in another book, criticises
Turner's views and casts grave doubts on their truthfulness. He does, however,
acknowledge that "the child may receive some hurt by means of the mother . .
and that whatever is detrimental to her is directly or indirectly prejudicial to the
other." The following are brief extract's from Dr. Blundel's book:
"The foetus suffers not only the Distempers of the Parents, but also by several
Accidents, as great Falls, Bruises, and Blows the Mother receives, as well as by
the Irregularity of her Diet, and by her Actions; by immoderate Dancing, Running,
Jumping, Riding, Excess of Laughter, frequent and violent Sneezing, and all other
Agitations of the Body.
"Frightful and Ugly Objects, which are shocking even to Men of Courage, are
to be carefully removed from the sight of pregnant Women, as being apt to disturb
their Minds, and to fill them with Horror, Fear, and Apprehension.
"Whether the strong Attention of the Mother's Mind to a determinate Object
can cause a determinate, or a specifick Impression upon the Body of the Child,
without any Force, or Violence from Abroad?
"Whether in the Fit of Imagination, Clurapsy, or the Application of the
Mother's Hand to any particular Place of her Body, though accidental, and not
premeditated, can work sympathetically upon the like Part of the Body of the
Foetus, and be of any dangerous Consequence?
"Most People are for the Affirmative of these two Questions. They believe that
this Imagination of a pregnant Woman is able to imprint upon the Child this
Representation of the Object which the Mother has in View; as for Instance,
that the strong Desire of Peaches or Cherries not being satisfied does cause the
Colour and Shape of a Peach or of a Cherry upon the Fcetus; and the mere
Longing for Mussels is sufficient to transubstantiate the true and original Head
of the Child into a Shell-fish.
"The Motion of the Hand is also a Circumstance which is very seldom, or never,
omitted in giving an Account of monstrous Births,. that GLsticulation, being
thought to be essential, and of great virtue and Efficacy; as if Imagination made
use of it, for a Signal to her Dragoons to take free Quarters nowhere else but in
the Place which she points at.
"Malebranche, a high Imaginationist, has made a notable Discovery in that
Terra incognita, which is not to be slighted; for he's very positive, that the
Exercise of the Hand, being managed in a prudent Way, may, in Part, be a sort
of Preservative against the Worst of these Accidents, or, like a Damm to turn
aside and divert the violent streams of the turbulent Spirits to a safer part in the
Child's Body, where they'll have full Liberty of Prancing without any great incon-
venience.
178"But these views are so full of Absurdities, that I'm inclined to take them for
Vulgar Errors, which have insensibly crept into the World, and are now generally
received, without any Examination, though they may be contrary to Experience,
Reason, and Anatomy."
Specific cases of monsters are then discussed in this interesting old book. But
before referrinig to these, its author draws attention to the fact that "many Women
are disturbed, during their pregnancy, by strange Desires, odd Passions, and
Frights, and yet experience shows that the children come into this World well
shaped, and without the least Token of this Mother's Fancy."
A case is then cited: "A Gentlewoman of very good Credit, who had an aversion
against Cats, has assured me, that one Evening, being ready to go to Bed, a large
Cat rushe(d unexpectedly into her Chamber through the Casement, and flew
directly to her body, from which, with some Difficulty, it was removed by the
Servants: And yet, notwithstanding this great Fright, she was in two or three
months Time, safely delivered of a beautiful Son, who had not the least show of
smellers or claws, nor of any Thing resembling that Animal."
Dr. Blundel goes on: "I lhave seen a young man, who had the Integuments,
immecliately above the Sternum, so thin, that the Blood-Vessels were, in a Manner,
perfectly bare, and, by their several Turning and Complications, did represent a
Bunch of Grapes. His Mother being then alive, I desired him to inquire, if she
had longed for that Fruit, or whether she could give a reason for such an extra-
ordinary Conformation; and I was answered in the Negative."
"I remember," he continues, "to have been sent for to a Female Infant, who had,
in Fifteen or Twenty different Places of her Body, large spots which by their shape
and Colour appeared like painted Black Cherries. If they were prest downwards
with the Finiger they would give way, but return immediately to their former
state; which made me judge, that they were nothing else but a Dilatation of the
Blood Vessels. I was not mistaken, for in due time the Skin being grown thicker
and the Vessels having acquired a greater strength, the Marks are now more solid,
and seem to be like strawberries, having a Mixture of Red and White Strokes,
somewhat raised above the skin. The Mother assured me that she never had any
Disorder during her Pregnancy, nor any Desire of Black or Red Cherries."
TIhe author of this interesting little book then proceeds to discuss the question of
the interpretation of deformities based on "subsequent Imagination," the Credulity
of Midwives, False Stories, and Accidents.
"Stories of strange malformation are accepted through Credulous People who
never examine nor confront the Witnesses, nor see for themselves the Reality of
the Marks or Deformities."
"Some cases," he states, "are often the Effects of Impudence, and of the most
villainous Barbarity.
"Cruel Parents have no Pity nor Mercy on the innocent Babes; cutting, and
slicing, and disfiguring of them with the greatest Inhumanity, to move thereby the
Charity and Benevolence of others, and live a lazy and indolent Life.
"To be persuaded how much we ought to be jealous of these People, 'tis enough
179to read the Treatise Ambrose Par6 has left us, of the Frauds of Begging in his
Time; and to consider the Case related by Hildanus.
"A. Child, about 18 Months old (says he), was shewn at Paris in 1593 for Money;
his head appeared to be of a prodigious Bigness; but at last it was discovered that
the Swelling was artificial, and that his parents had made a small Hole in the Skin,
tlhro' which, by the help of a Pipe, they filled the Part with Wind to a great
Extension; they were hanged for it. If this woman had not been detected in her
Roguery, what a noble Figure had she made in History?"
"A g'reat many of the stories regardiing the etiology of monsters are so
rediculus," says Dr. Blundel, "as to carry their own Condemnation." For example,
he tells the following story: "A Woman in Sicily, observing a Lobster taken up
b, a Fisherman, and being moved by an earnest Longing for it, brought forth
together with the Birth, a Lobster altogetlher like what she had seen and longed
for.
"Such also is the Case mentioned by John Swammerdam in his Book, Uteri
muiliebris Fabrica. A certain Woman of Utrecht, being with Child, was frightened
with the Sight of a Negro, and apprehen(led to be (lelivered of a perfect Black; but
-it last recollecting herself, she made Use of a second Imagination to prevent the
Danger from the first; for she washed herself from Head to Foot with Hot WVater,
to clear the Child from Blackness. The Time of her Delivery being come, the child
was born with all his teeth, and appeared perfectly white, except those Places the
Hot WVater did not reach in the Body of the Mother, as the Interstices of the
Fingers and Toes, wNhich still retained some sign of Blackness.
"A Child was born in Normandy, with Horns upon his Head, and cloven Feet,
and that he proved afterwards to be a Man of extraordinary Sense and Judgment;
the Occasion of that Misfortune was, that his Father having represented a Satyr
upon the Stage, had Knowledge of his Wife in that ridiculous Dress."
"One would think,' Dr. Blundel comments, "that those storymongers have
nothing in View, but to try the Credulity of good People, or to redicule, and
disgrace human Nature, and affront the Wisdom of our Maker.
"Stories of Imagination are very seldom impartially represented. Some People's
Fancy often strives to go beyond the Mother's Imagination and to supply, with
great Prodigality, what's wanting to compleat and finish the Wonder, Plus vident,
quamn quod vident."
Dr. Blundel gives many more examples of monsters with similar supposed
etiological factors, and then discusses the whole question. He begins: "Con-
ception, by the Providence of God, is independent on the Mother's Will and
Pleasure. How many virtuous Women are desirous to have Children, and yet their
Vows prove unsuccessful? Whilst some others not only conceive, contrary to their
Wishes, but go their full Time, in spite of several Preparations which they are so
wicked to take designedly to destroy the Fcetus.
" 'Tis absolutely out of the Mother's Power to choose a Boy or a Girl, to have
one or two children at a Birth, to cause the Infant to be fair or black, big or
small, weak or strong, and to give it her Features, or the Resemblance of the
Father.
180"If it be granted that the Mother, by the strength of her Imagination, cannot
promote, nor prevent Conception, how can any body believe without reflecting
upon the Wisdom of God, that it is left to her to disfigure the Child, and to spoil
the regular Work of Nature?
"If the Mother, by the Strength of her Fancy cannot make any Mark or Signa-
ture on her Body, if she cannot change the Figure, Situation, Quantity, and
Number of her Limbs: In short, if she cannot make a determinate Alteration in her
own Body, by a determinate Imagination, Why should we believe that she is able
to do it in the Child?"
It is interesting to read these old discussions, but have the laity progressed
much farther in their outlook on the effects of material impressions on the fcetus?
Medical men see the absurdity of the whole matter, yet in spite of the so-called
"better education" of the masses, such discussions persist even to this day.
R. H. H.
BRITISH MEDICAL ASSOCIATION
ANNUAL MEETING IN BELFAST, 1937
THE acceptance by the Central Council of the British Medical Association to hold
the 105th annual meeting of the Association in Belfast in 1937, is a matter of great
satisfaction to the medical profession of Northern Ireland; but it is also a matter
which entails great responsibilities to each individual member, for the coming to
Belfast of the great body of members of the British Medical Association-general
practitioners, consultants, surgeons, and leaders of medico-political matters,
involves a vast amount of preparation to make the meeting a success. Arrange-
ments must be made for an assembly of about two thousand delegates to discuss
the most recent methods of diagnosis and treatment, to consider the work of the
previous year and all matters of interest to the welfare of the profession as a whole.
There must also be made arrangements for the delegates, with their wives and
families, to see something of the natural beauty of our Ulster scenery; to see the
antiquities of our country; to learn of our history, and of the great industries which
have placed Northern Ireland in the proud position which she occupies to-day.
All these matters require most careful thought, and the responsibility of carrying
them out rests not only on the heads of the various scientific sections which will be
formed, but on the assistance of each individual medical man in Ulster to help with
the social side of the meeting.
The preliminary stages in these preparations have been made. A public meeting
of medical men and of representatives of important public bodies has been held
under the chairmanship of the Right Hon. the Lord Mayor of Belfast, Sir Crawford
McCullagh. A General Committee has been formed, and Executive Committees will
be elected to work out the necessary details. At this preliminary meeting Professor
P. T. Crymble proposed that Professor R. J. Johnstone be nominated President-
181